Essays that worked!

Dane Bjorklund '10
West High School, Madison, Wisconsin
Not reveille, but the thunderous crack of a head colliding with wood woke me one early July morning. Big Mike, an eight-year old, overweight, asthmatic ball of energy had shot up like a catapult, only to receive a face full of top bunk from the overlying bed. With glossy eyes and a contused forehead, Big Mike incoherently shifted his weight and rose to his feet. I watched curiously as the class clown of my cabin unconsciously staggered over to his seedy secondhand suitcase at the foot of his bed. The frigid air coated Big Mike's skin with a layer of goose bumps as he defied all convention by dropping his boxers and turning his open suitcase into a portable urinal. The nine glasses of bug juice he drank during lunch evacuated his body and soaked the suitcase's contents. I froze, mystified and yet thoroughly amused. Should I wake him and risk his embarrassment? Or should I let him finish and deal with the situation in the morning? I decided to wait. Big Mike hoisted his boxers and dreamily returned to his bunk.

Cool morning dew blended unceremoniously with the warm stench radiating off of the musty suitcase. The aroma wafted towards my bed and hit me harder than Big Mike had hit the top bunk. As I attempted to fall back to sleep, the bugle echoed throughout camp. Morning music blared and kids were getting dressed when Big Mike shouted, "Yo Dane, somebody peed in my suitcase!" I told Big Mike and the other guys how I had mistakenly left the cabin door open over night. "A raccoon must've got in; I'm sorry dude, that's my fault. "Big Mike and the rest of my oblivious campers ate breakfast as I spent the morning doing laundry.

Eight years ago I joined my second family. At Camp Minikani I, too, wet the bed and idolized wacky counselors I only dreamt of one day becoming. Now I am that wacky counselor, an unexplainable role model in worn out tennis shoes and a beat up baseball cap. I am an extraordinary combination of doctor, lawyer and teacher. Each week of the summer eighteen parents - some doubtful, others relieved - leave their most prized possessions with me: a liable, loud, long haired lunatic. I am a blender full of coach, referee and teammate. I build trust between ten complete strangers, myself included. I help reveal hidden confidence at the rock wall. I am a guide in social adjustment while I undergo my own self-discovery. Together we construct unforgettable memories just as my counselors once did for me. 

Minikani's effect on me has expanded far beyond just the summer camp. It has molded me into an outgoing, mature, and effective leader year round. The positive atmosphere at camp has inspired me to give back to my own community through peer tutoring and freshman advisory. My group presence and style of creative encouragement have made me an inspiring team captain both on the soccer field and on the ice rink. I have learned to take challenging risks in school in terms of which classes I enroll in and projects I undertake. I am eager to meet new people and learn as much from them as they have to offer; I have learned that a cabin of eight year-olds can enlighten me with imaginative ideas about outer space as much as a physics teacher can. I know I would be an asset to your school because I am a well-rounded leader who thrives in a community environment. I look forward to the incredible learning opportunities as well as giving back to the campus through my extracurricular involvement and leadership.

Big Mike, my other campers, and the rest of my Minikani family have influenced my life as much as I hope to have impacted theirs. Our learning together has helped me develop into the person I am today. Camp Minikani has taught me many life skills. I have learned to trust, to respect, to receive, to give back, to love, and of course, how to do laundry.

Essays that worked!

Andrew D. Patton '11
Montclair Kimberley Academy, Montclair, NJ
I've always been told that everything in life could be solved through "my words." But it seems to me that we as humans expect too much of words. Now, I don't want you to think I am an anti-wordite. I am not. Yet it has become clear to me that there is a world outside the jurisdiction of words. While words can elicit some of the most moving images in the world, they are only black and white. Even the most complicated of words is simple. That word is always set down on paper in exactly the same way. Its spelling never changes. Each word has a set definition that everyone believes it to mean. Words are simply too inflexible to truly describe the complicated nuances of life. 

In order to survive in this life, one has to be flexible. Was that not the point of learning about human evolution in sophomore biology class? Human beings have been evolving and adapting since the beginning of our existence. Each generation brings with it new ideas, beliefs, and sometimes even slight changes in anatomical features. In short, you have to adjust to new developments. But words are not sufficiently malleable to cover the evolution of mankind. 

Now you might argue that words and language evolve just as mankind does, but do they evolve at the same pace? Off the top of my head, I can't think of the proper word to describe the world today. Each day is too eclectic to cheapen with a definition or the use of the cacophony of words it would take to capture an ounce of its essence. If you view the world in this light, you always have something to search for. 

Words are being created every moment of the day. Eventually some word may be perfect enough to describe a particular moment. Even if it is just a moment, that word will define something dear to you in a way it has never been defined. It will be a new perspective on a familiar situation. As a friend once told me, "There is beauty, there is bliss, there is no perfection." While that may be true, one can come closest to perfection in a moment. If a word can truly recreate a moment of near-perfection for you, that word has enriched your life. What is life other than a collection of moments, some moments you want to remember, while others you try very hard to repress. If on some level a word can bring you back to those moments of glory it is truly worthy of the high praise it and other words receive. 

I am not the first person to see a limitation in words. A group of philosophers called deconstructionists and I share the same gripe. As the deconstructionists once said, "Words refer to words. They wrestle endlessly with each other in an infinite dance." In the end words all come back to nothing. While I may not be looking to transcend  words in the same way the deconstructionists  are, I am still looking to find a greater connection between the words I use and the feelings my soul expresses. 

There appears to be irony in this situation. I told you that because of how finite words are, they diminish life, but then I proceeded to use my words to create a great oversimplification of life. Yet, I just wrote more than 500 words trying to express my belief that words cannot express me, and each and every word I wrote expressed me in some shape or form. 

Essays that worked!

Carina L. Schnieders '11, 
Shawnee Mission East High School, Prairie Village, KS
"Pull over!" I exclaimed, motioning frantically to the side of the road. Libby, confused, nonetheless complied. "I'm going to pet a cow," I declared firmly as I climbed out of the car.

The sun was setting behind the hills while Libby and I were enjoying the scenic drive. Then I saw the cows. Little did I know that this detour of ours would become an influential lesson in life about perseverance.

I proceeded to lie down, suck in my stomach and roll under the rusty barbed wire fence. Swiftly, I was on the other side of the fence and on my feet again. I crept toward the herd of cattle, ignorantly chomping their grass and emitting occasional "moos." I glanced back to see if Libby had any intention of joining me on my quest. That was my first mistake. Immediately I could feel the warmth of the dung encompassing my shoe. Unable to control myself, I let out a yelp of disgust. The ground shook as the startled cattle scampered away.

Naturally, I ran after them, thinking that those three years of cross country training would kick in. But I was wrong. A half mile later with the gap between me and my goal tripled, I resigned, my pride wounded.

When the cattle finally settled, I began my second advance, breathless yet determined. Fifteen feet within the nearest beast, I took a step, a wrong step. Snapping a twig, the sound again sent the cows running.

So they ran. At this point I began to ponder. "Would I ever be able to pet a cow?" I was discouraged and reconsidered the whole situation, seeing that I had already "failed" twice. But being a character of tenacity and determination, I pressed on.

Again, I'm crouching, creeping, within seven feet of the massive, brown, meat-packed beauty, with high hopes of one pet, or even a poke at this point. Five feet and my palms and pits are pouring out sweat. I could hear my heart beating as loudly as the drum in an Indian pow wow. I considered letting out an ululation as I shuffled forward, but thought better of it.

And then I did it! Just like that, I tapped the babe right on the leg. The muscular, beastly, hairy and coarse, extremely intimidating, right hind leg. She's running and I'm running. I am victorious!

A minor achievement, some may say, but that was a turning point in my life. I learned that with perseverance, I can do anything. This experience taught me to have confidence in myself, without getting discouraged when encountering difficulties, but to try and try again. I have benefited from this crucial lesson, whether it was learning a new song on the guitar, practicing navigation under water, or memorizing the elements on the periodic table. Life brings great challenges, but with perseverance, I will overcome.

Essays that worked!

Xiomara A. Almanzar '11
De Witt Clinton High School, Bronx, NY
I stare deeply into its red glowing eyes. 5:57 it blinks. I wait for it to come. 5:58. It never misses its cue. 5:59 I close my eyes as the inevitable happens. 6:00. AARRGG! And off he goes. Being awakened every morning by my little brother's punctual scream and my grandmother's response, "Jacob! Tranquilisate!" is a typical morning in my life. For a while now, I have stopped asking myself why he has to scream every morning. I've accepted that it's part of who he is and he has no control of it. When it comes to Jacob there are many things I have had to get accustomed to. It's easy to turn around and pretend he is perfectly normal six year old, but the fact is he is not. Living with an autistic brother is far from easy, but his life has become mine as well.

Growing up, I was an only child and loved it. I had the full attention of both my mother and grandmother. There was no sharing, no babysitting and I kept all the toys to myself. However, all that changed when I was ten and my mother became pregnant with Jacob. To be honest, there were times when I felt the cold stab of jealousy; nevertheless I was excited to have a younger sibling. After his birth I had to accept the fact I wasn't the only person my mother had to care for. Her main focus now was Jacob, but I loved the new found "freedom" that came with having a little brother. As he grew older, we started to notice his detachment from the family and the world around him. Instead of giving me hugs and kisses, he would distance himself from me. Was I doing something wrong as an older sister? Questions swirled around in my mind, but I received no answer from anyone which added to my lack of confidence. It wasn't until he was three that the doctors informed us he was autistic. Since then my life has changed completely.

I used to conceal from my friends the fact that my brother was an autistic child. I told myself I was doing my family a greater good by avoiding the questions that would eventually come from my friends. When distant relatives asked what was wrong with him I simply answered, "He is just going through a phase." But by lying to them I realized I was lying to myself; I felt ashamed of my own brother. Why did my family have to get stuck with an autistic member? It was hard not to notice the bruises on his arm when he came from school. It was even harder knowing he couldn't tell us who would hit him. It was difficult to sometimes watch him wet his pants because he didn't understand the concept of the bathroom. Why couldn't I accept him for who he was? Then it hit me. I was too worried about what the outside world "thought" of me. I was focused more on what others thought than on my job as a big sister to help my brother progress.

It was during the countless train rides that Jacob and I took to a speech therapist that I realized that it takes patience, support and understanding to deal with my brother. When I saw his lack of communication with children, I knew that I had to gently push him into the world. I knew I had to stop treating him as if he were a child with a disability. The path to recovery is full of bumps and Jacob will sometimes fall on his face. It's my goal to teach him to rise and keep going instead of staying down. As time goes on and I get closer to going off to college, I have come to appreciate Jacob. Never in my life have I loved someone as much as I love my brother - even when he wakes me up at 6 o'clock on a Saturday morning.

Essays that Worked!

Jordan Motzkin '10
Mamaroneck High School, Larchmont, New York
Teenagers with cell phones: Kyocera, Motorola, Nextel, Nokia and Siemens. For some reason, the ability to stay in touch has created not an increase in awareness, but a rise in pointless banter. My classmates clutch their cell phones as life lines to their security, proof to themselves that they have fit into their niches. They give speeches to their phones; they lecture for everyone to hear. They stare at tiny screens, scrolling through their lengthy contact lists or games. Cell phones allow us always to be in touch, in demand and never alone. We avoid branching out to the stranger next to us when we isolate ourselves to our circuitry. We could take a small risk by putting the phone down and watching the scrolling world. Instead, we would rather be thoroughly immersed in our own security and contrived illusions of popularity.

My contact list is bound with glue and thread. It has a cover. I must be an old-fashioned 17 year old. Caricatures line the margins, and its members are listed as I choose, without automation. It is not lengthy or meaningless, rather it is very personal. My reason for this is certainly a result of what I value, but it is probably more related to the fact that I am severely hearing impaired. I was born with almost no hearing, but enough to function with the use of hearing aids.

When I was little, I did not view my disability as something that detrimentally affected me; however, I also did not realize that brewing in the subtext of my personality, this ailment would create an immeasurable benefit. I have gone through life observing my surroundings and watching cues carefully, noticing subtle interactions and understanding people beyond their words. I have been forced to rely on face-to-face relationships and come to realize that communicating with people is not something we do on the phone; it is something we do in person. Human contact never falters in revealing a person's true feelings. The telephone has only emulated these feelings to a lesser extent, even if sometimes fairly accurately. Still, people should meet; they should notice the swagger that one uses when happy or withdrawn posture when sad or shy.

Of course, it takes risk to leave yourself exposed in person. Life is about risk. It's about wrestling when you're 96 pounds and can't hear the whistle; it's about dancing when you can't hear the music; it's about being vocal even when you sound different. As I have learned, it's not about hearing. It's telling yourself that the obstacle isn't the whistle, or music, or inability to talk on the phone. It's about realizing that sometimes life's problem is a gift.

Essays that worked!

Alex Frecon '09
Breck School, Wayzata, Minnesota 
My Screen Name Story
My eyes bounced back and forth across the computer screen while my six year old mind scampered frantically to try and wrap itself around the idea of a "screen name." I knew what it was: a name and an identity for the America Online world. But at the same time, I could comprehend the vastness of the internet or what exactly I would be doing with this "screen name." Confused, I turned to my older brother for the answer.

"It's the name people will see when they talk to you online."

"Talk to you online?"

"Yeah, you can send each other messages and stuff."

"Oh...what's your..sc..screen name?"

"Monkeymon9."

I could feel the green eye monster's teeth sink into my back as I was overcome with envy. Why couldn't I have thought of such an amazing screen name? How can I match something like that? My mind raced through the endless possibilities as my brother began to tap the mouse impatiently. I had to think of something quick, and it had to be good, something no one else would think of. Then, I heard it : "WAGA WAGA!!!"

My eyes exploded with glee as the light bulb went off in my head. It was perfect - so unique and so hilarious. I shot my fingers to the keyboard as I hammered down the letters in the designated slot and pressed enter. It was done. I had created my own screen name: "WagaWaga!." While most screen names usually refer to one's hobby or nick name, mine had to do with something else.

When I was six years old, I would come home from school every day at about 4:00 pm. While most kids would eat a snack or run outside, I had other plans. I would throw my backpack behind my front door and race to the t.v. room and soar through the air, diving for the remote control. While I of course landed on the couch, it was still an impressive dive. Why such hurry, you ask? Well, every weekday at four o'clock, my favorite show would air: "The Muppet Babies." I would be filled with laughter watching Kermit the Frog, Miss Piggy, and my favorite, Fozzie. In case you are not familiar with the magnificent creature, Fozzie is the kind, clumsy bear who everyday tries to ameliorate the situation with his creative, spontaneous humor. Whenever the babies are stuck in a quagmire of epic proportions (for example, going to the dreaded dentist) Fozzie finds some sort of humor in the situation, and lifts the spirits of his comrades. While most of the time he does so in vain, he dedicates himself to being true to his friends and to his cause of mollification.

How does this relate to my screen name? Fozzie had a catch phrase that I loved. He followed every joke by exclaiming "WagaWaga!" (Later, I learned that, in fact, he was saying "WakaWaka.") While I have long since grown out of the "Muppet Babies" stage of my life, there is one characteristic that I share with Fozzie. Whenever I find myself stuck in a situation where I am stressed, scared or frustrated to the point where I am feeling overwhelmed, I try to search for that lighter side that Fozzie so readily finds, and I use that as fuel to keep my train chugging along the upward slope of my high school career. This is also true with my friends. Like Fozzie, I will try to lift their spirits when they are down or make them laugh when they feel anxious. While I am actually a serious person who tends to worry, it is this humor that allows me to accomplish the things that I can, achieve the goals that seem improbable, and keeps me determined to chug to the top of the mountain, with a smile on my face.

Essays that Worked!

Kyle Yager '09
Deerfield Academy, Greenfield, Massachusetts
I am a rock: a stubborn, immovable boulder. I am a silent sentinel, watching, waiting, steadfast with arms akimbo. The cool, late August breeze cuts through my t-shirt and raises goose bumps on the back of my neck. I shiver but there is no reason to worry. The sun has set and it won't be much longer now. I am determined and focused. I could remain at my post if it took ten years for the moon to rise. The hint of a superior chuckle begins deep in my chest. I am the champion of this game and I am confident that I will be the first to see the moon tonight.

Moon-spotting has become a tradition in my family. Beginning as just harmless sport, it has developed into an intensely competitive race whenever we get together for fire-cooked marshmallows and hot dogs in my aunt's backyard. On weekend evenings in the summertime, my mother, father, older brother and I often make the short trek across the street to my aunt and uncle's house where we set up our chairs and lay out our feast in preparation for a long night of sticky marshmallow fingers, teary, smoke-filled eyes and moon spotting. My aunt and uncle's backyard abruptly ends with an embankment that overlooks the Connecticut River and provides a breathtaking view of the Pioneer Valley. It is along the edge of this precipice, on a slight piece of land that juts out from the natural face of the ravine that we have established a permanent fire pit positioned so that, when the sun sets, it is in perfect view of the moon as it rises.

Moon-spotting, very simply is a competition to see who can spy the moon first as it rises over the shadowed mounds which, only hours before, were the vibrant pine-covered hills of western Massachusetts. To me, it is significantly more than just a child's game; it is a symbol of opportunity. Every night the moon makes its tireless trip across the sky without complaint and I can't abide cleaning my room. When I compare my work to the moon's unflagging effort, I am motivated to work with the same dogged determination. Coupled with the spirit of competition and the beautiful feeling of sharing it with my family, I cannot think of a more compelling experience than moon-spotting.

I realize that my family is not as excited about the competition as I, but that does not diminish its significance to me. That small thrust of land where we spend our evenings around the fire is where I defend my title. There is never a prize for winning, perhaps an extra s'more, but no tangible reason to compete so intensely. For me it is that split second when you are completely captivated by the radiance of the moon that is unbelievably powerful. At 6, 10, or 18 years old, I will always enjoy those nights in my aunt's backyard, watching and waiting. 

Essays that Worked!

Rebecca Frele '09
Joel Barlow High School, Redding, Connecticut
Above the Fold
You are what you do, you do what you know. It was not until I spent my summer thinking of ways to reestablish the good reputation of the school newspaper that I realized this.

A newspaper typically has different sections: local news, community news, editorials, arts and entertainment, and sports. My life is structured similarly. Despite my small town life, my days can be rather exciting. Friendship Shatters from Unknown Cause. Girl Split Between Jock and Artist. Parents Having Trouble Letting Go. Community news is filled with stories of charity and town events. Girl Donates Baby Blanket to Linus Project. Painted Turtle Saved by Local Teen. My editorials contain my deepest thoughts and values. Putting Others Before Self. On Religion: Are there Multiple Gods? Arts and entertainment houses my interests. Girl Writes Novel and Looks for Publisher. Chorus Department Impressed by Original Song. Sports include my physical activities. Bike Accident Makes Girl Question Benefit of Biking. Girl Finds Interest in Step Aerobics.

Of course some sections overpower others. For example, in any given issue of my life I will always have more editorials and arts than sports. But nevertheless, a paper would not be complete if it did not touch on every aspect. So I try to be well-rounded. It keeps life interesting. It makes me try new things.

I am nothing without my staff supporting me. It takes many people to make a newspaper interesting: photographers, section editors, formatters, and writers. I have my own support staff in my life: my teachers, my family, and my friends. We compliment and challenge each other's personalities and this keeps me active. Teamwork. People must work together. Because when a paper has to be out by four o'clock and articles still need to be reviewed, three more photos need to be taken, and the computer software is not working, the last thing you want is bickering staff members.

To run a newspaper, one must know how to balance. It is simply part of the job description. It is nothing short of a balancing act to print a good issue. An issue that will capture the masses. An issue that will spread the word of the people, by the people, for the people. Balancing the sections so that there is something for everyone. Balancing the angles so that the paper is not too liberal or too conservative. Balancing the appeal to the eye so that there is never too much white space. Constantly balancing. Constantly. It is mandatory that a successful person in today's society balance all responsibilities. And it is a goal of mine to do so with tact and grace.

As with any written publication, some editing is required. There is always room for improvement, always room for growth. No matter how many times a pair of skilled eyes reviews it, there will always be mistakes from which to learn. It is these mistakes that make a paper the voice of the people and some unrealistic aristocratic voiceover. It is these mistakes that keep me connected to the people around me.

So all in all? Roll the press. 

Essays that Worked!

Aubrey Ford '08
Mercersburg Academy, Richmond, Virginia
I endured the first ten years of my academic life trying to conform to the ideals of the suburban middle class at my private day school in the Capital of the Confederacy...and failed miserably. My interests and passions did not fit the mold, invoking derision and condemnation. Even in the elementary school, my love of astronomy, birds, and mythology conflicted drastically with the sports and baseball cards of my classmates. I inevitably faded into popular obscurity. As a result, I began to socialize with the artistic pariahs of my school. In this minute but welcoming community, I found a new interest in the performing arts. Nevertheless, I still felt trapped in a community laden with intolerance. I had to escape.

When I transferred to Mercersburg Academy in tenth grade, I found a far more nurturing environment for my artistic passions. Although I had been active in the arts at my old school, it was at Mercersburg, a more artistically inclined institution with a more diverse student body, where I first began to realize my ability and consider myself a true artist. In this more reflective and supportive environment, I developed for the first time a real sense of purpose. Although I am grateful for many things, this sense of purpose that I experience as an artist is one of the most meaningful.

As an actor and musician, I believe that I have an important role in and obligation to society. For many so called artists, this role is simply about entertainment. Mainstream enterprises such as MTV are a testament to this. I believe that the true purpose of the artist, however, is much more substantial: to uphold the virtues of ethical, emotional, and creative thought in a society where they might otherwise be neglected. I see the artistic community as a singular haven for open-minded thought and expression amidst an overly materialistic and fast-paced society. Without place for people to express their ideas liberally, free from the censure of the dogmatic and chauvinistic, the morality of our society is threatened.

In today's consumer culture, few people take the time to pause from their frantic schedules and reflect upon their moral beliefs or the underlying meaning of their lives. When people go to the theater or hear a moving musical performance, they are exposed to a depth of thought that they typically do not have the time or perhaps inclination to consider. The lack of creative thought and ethical contemplation in modern society is dangerous because we have substituted for them values of selfishness and materialism. I feel driven to provide others with a medium for thinking creatively, feeling more deeply, and reflecting upon the larger questions of their own purpose. Although the pursuit of these ideals through my acting and music is daunting for me, it gives me a very powerful and motivating sense of purpose in my life. Perhaps the anguish and separation I encountered during most of my early academic years was an indispensable passage to this revelation of purpose.

Essays That Worked!

Cheshire Schanker '08
Park-Tudor School,  Indianapolis, IN
Squeeeeeeaaaakk. Mis-si-ssip-pi. Squeeeeeeaaaakk. Mis-si-ssip-pi. In crew I like the squeaky seat. There is always at least one squeaky seat in the old fiberglass-bottomed boats, but you can never tell if you have it until the rowing starts.

"One foot in," screams the coxswain early Saturday morning, "and down. Tie-in, girls!"

I reach over my legs and tie my feet into the rowing shoes bolted to the boat. I am covered in goose bumps, but I know that I will soon be sweating from the labor of our long races across the lake.

Sweating from athletic exertion is a sensation to which I am unaccustomed. The only other sport I have ever participated in is swimming, which involves a lot of work and determination but not apparent sweating. I joined the swim team my freshman year. Despite feeling that I was out of my element, I stuck with it for two seasons. Senior year, I found where I belonged - not in the water but on top of it.

Crew makes sense to me; crew is music. In the world of sports I feel strange and alien, but with music I am comfortable and confident. I cannot remember a time when music was not a part of my life. When I was two, I sat on my mother's lap and watched older kids take music lessons at the Third Street Settlement Music School in New York City. At six, I started violin. During crew practice, the rhythm and harmony that have been ingrained in me come alive.

The slow recovery and then the swift and hard pull through: half note and quarter note, a perfect waltz. The stroke, the lead rower in the boat, guides the waltz. She places her blistered hand on the waist of the boat and we glide away. Rowing in a boat is just like playing in an orchestra; just as a sole trumpeter cannot produce the sounds of an orchestra, the smooth, constant motion for which we strive in crew cannot be accomplished if there are simply eight people rowing - there needs to be a team rowing. The complementary, harmonious motion that could lull a colicky baby to sleep is the product of the sweating labors of all the rowers working as one. The coxswain, our noble conductor, binds our strokes together, keeping us in time.

Squeeeaaaak. Mis-si-ssip-pi. Then there is the melody. On the best boats, the melody is the hard breathing of the teammates, a unison song. On our fiberglass wonder, the squeaky seat, sometimes accompanied by the noisy oarlock, adds a jazz impromptu to the steady waltz-time. When I decided two years ago that I did not want a career in music, I worried that all my music lessons would be of no avail. Now, I find music all around me. Or maybe it is not so much in everything, but in me-in the joy I find in the rhythm and melody of the things that I love, like crew. So I rejoice in the squeaky seat, forgo the oil, and listen for my music.

Essays That Worked!

Dana Guterman '08
Princeton High School, Princeton, New Jersey
Paper Cuts
The woman standing before me had high, arched brows, doe-like eyes, and, lest I forget, pale green skin and hair. She threaded her locks with flowers and tattooed her arms with trees right before my eyes. I was enraptured. My mom leaned forward and retraced the woman's slight form in black ink. No Barbie doll ever compared to this.

Paper dolls are the one toy that seems to transcend time. I used to cut them out of glossy pages and watch as they came alive, each with quirks and faults and an endlessly fascinating wardrobe. But the ones in the stores were all so sterile and flat. I never understood the platinum blonde with the business suits in varying tones of gray, when there could be the blue skinned child from the stars. Where was the fun in normalcy? I didn't need an imagination to recreate reality.

And so it was on a two-by-three sheet of oak tag that I found everything. My mom, dad and I would sit down and divide it into three pieces, pick up a pencil, and make the illusory tangible. My lines were shaky and my proportions completely implausible, so I would dictate my thoughts to my mom and watch as she flawlessly created life. Even my dad, swearing that he wouldn't play paper dolls, ended up with an army of two-legged dragons, bug-eyed Martians, and the occasional grinning nymph.

I suppose the first creations were the fairies: delicate antennae, silken ballet slippers, and butterfly wings stenciled with a myriad of colors. Each was poised for a pirouette, standing on her toes. Each had her own quirks, her own predicaments-her own life. With them I could fly and dance without ever falling down. The limitations on my own life were gone, and I felt my imagination flourishing. These dolls soon befriended "the Holidays" - a series of women who epitomized everything from Hanukkah to Arbor Day. I liked to think that they spent all year planning for that one day, when they would unleash their souls and fill the entire world with the spirit of the holiday. They lived in a world that was so close to ours but never touching. My games were intricate and I would braid together their individual lives, tossing in shocking twists of fate and stunning conclusions. These celestial figures soon gave way to girls from foreign lands. I had a Japanese girl with yukatas and kimonos, an Indian girl with saris, an African girl who wore animal prints and had tiny braids woven close to her scalp. I knew their cultures by heart, and the fact that I might someday experience their lives firsthand captivated me.

The dolls moved closer and closer to my world, but never echoed my experience. I didn't want to be a pop princess or a dancer- I wanted to be a seraph, a mermaid, an elfin goddess with pointed ears and billowing cloaks. Through my paper dolls I could achieve anything and be anyone. I don't know when the last doll was made, or when I stacked them upon each other until all 127 resided in a cardboard shoebox instead of a magical forest. But I can still open the lid and be inundated with their versatile personalities, their individual cultures, and their fantastic passions. It's not memories that flood my mind, but new stories, new characters, new creations. From the fairies come my drawings and paintings of life and fantasy, of the lucid and the obscure. From the foreign girls comes a zeal for other cultures, a passion for the diversity of life that I constantly crave. Everything that I've gathered from a few sheets of poster board is still so far away- whether it's in miles, in years, or in blinks of the eye. Yet it's out of pure impossibilities that I beget myself. 

